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5780 Yom Kippur Morning 
Rabbi Yaron Kapitulnik 
 
A Letter to My Children 

 

Dear Roni, Tom, Danielle and Yonatan. 
I am sad.  
I am sad because I have to write you a letter that I hoped I would never 
have to write. 
 
I wish I could share with you, as I did in the past, my thoughts about the 
power of prayer, the various ways to think about God, and about the 
importance of forgiveness and gratitude. Year after year, all I wish to do, is 
what every parent wants to do, to make you think, to inspire you, and to fill 
you with hope.  
 
I always prefer to speak about the positive, about what makes you laugh 
rather than cry or what inspires you rather than what makes you afraid. 
But this year is different.  This year, I just can’t. 
 

This year I can no longer ignore the ugly truth about the world you are living 
in and the message I am about to share with you is frightening and 
alarming. I was hoping I would never have to share with you. I was hoping I 
could protect you from it. I hope you are already aware of the danger, but I 
don’t think you realize how imminent it is. 
 
Today I need to talk with you about anti-Semitism.  
 

As you know, this past June, I went on a family heritage tour of Poland with 
your grandparents and aunt and uncle, where in addition to tracing the 
history of our family, dedicating a memorial to murdered family members 
and eating countless perogies, I completed a journey that I believe every 
human being must undertake - a visit  to Auschwitz Birkenau. 
 
I walked in disbelief under the gut-wrenching sign that reads “Arbeit macht 
frei” - “Work sets you free.” I passed silently next to the piles of shoes, 
suitcases, glasses and hair - the only remnants remaining from millions of 
innocent people murdered and burned.  
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I stood and cried like a baby, in the camp’s sole remaining gas chamber, 
hearing the silent cries of horror echoing from the scratched walls.  
I tried to understand that which is unexplainable as I stared evil in the eyes 
looking into the bunks, into the cattle cars, at the barbed wire and guard 
towers. And in this place that felt like hell on earth, I made an oath to 
myself, to never forget, to never stand silent. To never let such a horror 
ever happen again, anywhere to anyone. 
 

It was Edmund Burke who said: “The only thing necessary for the triumph 
of evil is for good men to do nothing.” I have to do my part. 
 
I have to do my part, I have to talk about anti-Semitism in a year when not 
just one, but two synagogues were attacked in our country.  When twelve 
Jews were murdered as they gathered for worship. 
 

How could I not talk about anti-Semitism when New Jersey politicians 
casually use the phrase “to Jew someone down” – and rather than 
condemn them, others come to their defense arguing that the term “to Jew 
someone down” is not anti-Semitic! 
 

How could I not talk about anti-Semitism when our loyalty to our country is 
being questioned from the right and the left? 

 

When synagogues all around the country are being desecrated with 
swastikas? When on college campuses, the mood is turning not only 
against Israel, but against Jews, and against Judaism itself?   
 

Just recently Columbia University, invited the president of Malaysia – a vile, 
proud and self-declared anti-Semite – to speak – and he did not miss the 
opportunity to once again cast doubts about the historical veracity of the 
Holocaust. 
 

Or when at Hofstra University on Long Island, a Jewish student told her 
professor that she would need to miss class for these Days of Awe, and he 
told her that she should re-evaluate her religious beliefs. 
 

How could I not talk about anti-Semitism when the State of Israel continues 
to be vilified and compared to Nazi Germany in progressive, liberal circles?  
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How could I not talk about anti-Semitism when in the streets of 
Charlottesville white nationalists march screaming “Jews will not replace 
us?”  
 

And, I am just talking about what is happening in America. I can’t even 
begin to describe what is happening to Jewish communities across Europe. 
 

I could go on. But I need not. There is no lack of examples.  
 

And before I share with you how I think we should respond to this threat, I 
think It's important to better understand a few things about anti-Semitism. 
 

First let’s acknowledge that it is the worst and oldest kind of hatred existing 
in the world. Its roots are found in theological differences, in socio-
economic disparities, in historical- political needs for rulers to find 
scapegoats and in the xenophobic nature of human beings. 
  
Second, let's understand how persistent this hatred is. Deborah Lipstadt 
thinks anti-Semitism is endemic.  
 
In her compelling and challenging new book, Anti-Semitism Here and Now, 
she writes “It doesn’t go away... Though its outer form may evolve over 
time, its essence remains the same.” She calls it “A shape-shifting virus” 
like herpes –”it lies dormant until stress and a hospitable atmosphere 
awakens the infection - and given the proper conditions and given the 
failure of a society’s immune system – the infection reappears and 
spreads.” 
 

 
On the other hand, my colleague Rabbi Jeffery Salkin, presents a different 
view. He advocates that anti-Semitism is “The irrational thinking about the 
Jews.”  
 
He illustrates his point through humor telling the story about the guy who 
gets into an Uber and the driver of the Uber starts blaming Jews for every 
possible problem in the world. The driver even goes so far as to say that it 
was the Jews who were responsible for sinking the Titanic! Wait, the 
passenger says: That was an iceberg.  The drive replies - “Sure – 
Greenberg, Goldberg, Steinberg, Iceberg…” 
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Third - let’s all agree that anti-Semitism is not a partisan issue.  
 

Deborah Lipstadt says, if you only see the manifestations of anti-Semitism 
on the other side, then you are not seeing clearly. Every manifestation of 
Jew-hatred is dangerous. When it comes down to it, anti-Semitism is anti-
Semitism.  
 
Make no mistake. There is a distinct connection between the massacres at 
the Mosque in Christchurch, New Zealand and the Tree of Life Synagogue 
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  
 
All you need to do is read the killers’ hate-filled manifestos.  
“Jews will not replace us” and “Muslims do not belong here” are two sides 
of the same coin. When we allow the demonizing of any minority -we are 
forgetting that we too are a minority and that we will also be victimized.   
 

And make no mistake, the BDS movement, calling for boycotting Israel, 
divesting from Israel, and for imposing sanctions against Israel is 
fundamentally anti-Semitic.  And I say this because it cannot be possible 
that the ONLY country in the world worthy of such scrutiny just happens to 
be the ONLY Jewish state in the world.  
 
The movement does not seek to solve the Israeli Arab dispute in a 
balanced way. The only solution it offers in the long run, is the elimination 
of the Jewish state. 
 

And when we give any legitimacy to those who make the absurd claim that 
Zionism is some terrible injustice, a sinful colonial occupation, or that Israel 
is the worst human rights offender in the world, comparable to Nazis - we 
are supporting anti-Semitism in its latest form.  
 

This is anti-Semitism not hidden behind white masks or illuminated by tiki 
torches, but rather it represents a hatred that hides beneath a veil of 
progressive values and finds its way creeping into our universities and our 
intellectual circles. It is easy to identify anti-Semites when they wear hoods 
and paint swastikas. It is much more difficult when they hold PhDs and 
advocate for women’s rights.  
 

So, what should we do? What should be our personal and also our 
communal response be to anti-Semitism?  
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My dear children, I know that you, as well as many other kids your age, do 
not see, feel or take this danger seriously. You have probably not 
experienced anti-Semitism, and if you did, you brushed it off as a one-time 
non-significant incident. You feel safe, you believe that the world will never 
turn on you, as it did 70 years ago.  
 
To be honest, I too, only experienced anti-Semitism one time in my life but 
we cannot make this a personal issue. If there is one cause, we must unite 
behind and fight against is this monstrous ideology.  
 
If and when this wave becomes a Tsunami - it will wipe out any and every 
one standing in its way, secular Jews, Orthodox Jews, Conservative Jews 
and Reform Jews, cultural Jews, non-believing Jews, I don’t look like a Jew 
- Jews, Jews in Israel and Jews in Russia, those who are proud of being 
Jewish and those who could care less. We are all together in this and we 
have to stand united, to put our differences aside and to do all we can to 
make sure - NEVER AGAIN. 
 

It is not enough that thousands of Jews filled synagogues and temples all 
around the country after the shooting in the Tree of Life Synagogue in 
Pittsburgh.  
 
That show of support, a vote with our feet, cannot be a one-time event and 
it cannot happen only after the tragic events that awaken us.  
 
We do not wait for the cancer to reach stage 4 in order to treat it, by then it 
might be too late, but rather we do all we can, on a daily basis to diagnose 
and kill it as early as possible.   
 
When we face adversity, when our belief system and lifestyle are attacked, 
we must do more not less - we must follow the words of the Hertzl, the 
founder of Zionism, “there is only one way out of this Jewish suffering - 
namely to return to Judaism.”   
 
The only response to those who wish to belittle or worse, eliminate us, is to 
return to Judaism. 
 

You and I are not Hertzl, but we are here today - and that is a strong 
indication that we are one of an overwhelming majority of American Jews 
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who are proud to be Jewish and who have a strong sense of belonging to 
the Jewish people. This pride is powerful and must be transformed into 
action. The time to just talk about how worried we are is over.   
 
 
This is the time to act - to do more than we are doing today - to double 
down on our Jewish life, our Jewish values and Jewish community.  
 

Double down on your personal Jewish life - commit to celebrating one 
more Jewish holiday, to coming to temple just a few more times every year, 
commit to reading one more Jewish book or to see one more Israeli movie 
and yes - add Israel to the long list of trips you are planning.  Do not let 
anyone tell you that what you do is “too Jewish.”  
 
Do not allow any kind of quiet anti-Semitism in the form of throwing coins at 
us or making jokes about us go unanswered. To not apologize for taking off 
a day from work and for school to be here today. Be proud to live Jewishly. 
 

Double down on your Jewish values - Be more generous, help more 
people, engage in more Gemilut Chasadim, acts of loving kindness, commit 
to be the change you want to see in the world, to be the person that cares 
about the environment, about the immigrant, about the weaker links of our 
society. 
 
When we hear vicious accusations that Jews control the media, control 
Hollywood, control the banks- our only response can be doubling down on 
our Jewish value of tikkun olam- our responsibility to repair our world. 
Let us commit to being a light unto the nations, to teach the words and the 
love of Torah and to make a true difference, and remember what I shared 
with you on Rosh Hashanah - while you might not be able to change the 
entire world, you, by your actions, can change one person, and changing 
one person -IS changing an entire world.  
 
Double down on your Jewish community - This is your community - 
where you live - where you need to engage - commit to getting involved in 
one more Jewish organization or to giving to or increasing your financial 
support to the organization you are already involved in.  LEAVE a legacy 
gift to a Jewish organization, your responsibility to the Jewish community 
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does not end just because you are no longer here, it should be a 
commitment for eternity. 
 
We are stronger when we stand together and so we must stand strong 
against any attempt to divide our community by politicizing us and using us 
as a pawn in a war between parties.  
 
Keep calling for bipartisan support of the Jewish community and keep 
demanding that politicians on both sides of the aisle denounce anti-
Semitism in their own parties. 
 
Double down on your support of Israel - We are against any attempt to 
claim anti-Zionism is not, in fact, modern anti-Semitism. While we will not 
always agree with every action of the Israeli government, and while we 
reserve the right to question and debate its policies, we are committed to 
the fundamental and critical importance of the right for the state of Israel, 
the only Jewish state, to exist.  
 
We are proud of the miracle called Israel, for its achievements, its efforts to 
better humankind. 
 

Double down on a life of loving others as we love ourselves - Our 
actions cannot remain a silent sentiment or be restricted to a Jewish silo.   
 
Each time you volunteer in the community or give generously to improve 
the lives of others, each time you reach out to a person in need, or invite 
someone into your home to share our traditions -be it a Seder or a Shabbat 
dinner, each time you share your joyous Judaism with your colleagues, 
neighbors, non-Jewish family members, you change their hearts and in so 
doing - you change your own heart.  
 
The only way to defeat hate is to live with love - so we must declare out 
loud from every mountain top that we are against any form of racism, 
mistreatment of immigrants, Islamophobia, misogyny, homophobia, and 
transphobia.  
 
And thus, we commit ourselves to live by the golden rule - to love others as 
we love ourselves and to not do unto others what we do not want done 
unto us.  
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Roni, Tom, Danielle and Yonatan, 
I am not here to scare you. I do not want to be a fear monger. I am here to 
protect you, to encourage you, and to support you -and the most important 
message I have for you is TO NOT BE AFRAID and TO NOT LOSE HOPE 
- Hope that this world can and will be free of hate. 
 

Please remember the eternal words Reb Nachman of Bratslav: The entire 
world is a very narrow bridge and the most important thing is to not be 
afraid.   
 

We cannot and we will not surrender to fear. We are not living in Germany 
of 1933, we cannot and will not be afraid to speak out.  
 

Let me tell you a story about overcoming fear.  
 

This past June, when I landed in Warsaw and was getting ready to leave 
the terminal, I naturally reached into my pocket, where I always keep my 
kippah. I took it out and I froze. I, your father, the Israeli paratrooper, the 
rabbi, the bungee jumper, the sky diver, one who walks with a kippah every 
day in the United States, the one who gave a sermon this past year about 
the beauty of wearing a kippah and gave out kippot to all his 
congregants.  I froze because I was afraid. 
 

I was afraid because I knew about Jews being attacked in Europe, about 
the German government’s warning to Jews to avoid walking with a kippah, 
about gangs of Neo Nazis walking in the streets of Warsaw. I hope I am not 
disappointing you, but I need to be honest, I was afraid.  
 

And then I made a decision. I took out the kippah and put it on my head. I 
said to myself that I will not allow anyone to scare me, I will not be a victim, 
I will stand up for who I am and what I believe in - especially in a country 
where Jews were murdered simply because they too were Jewish. 
 

Do not be afraid.   Be confident in who you are and what you believe in. 
 

And finally - Never lose hope. 
 

There’s a story that was shared with me by Rabbi Cassie Kali about the 
late Rabbi Hugo Gryn. Many years before becoming a rabbi, young Hugo 
lived through the Holocaust and was a child of Auschwitz. One year during 
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his time in the camps, Hanukkah arrived. His father created a small 
menorah and used their margarine rations as the oil to light the wicks. 
Young Hugo protested to his father that this was a foolish act. Every ounce 
of food was needed in order for them to survive. How could they waste this 
precious resource in order to light the menorah for Hanukkah? 

 

Rabbi Gryn never forgot the words his father shared with him that day. “My 
child, we know that you can live three days without water. You can live 
three weeks without food. But you cannot live three minutes without hope.” 
 

Let me end with the beautiful words of the late Rabbi Harold Shulweiss who 
once said that the Holocaust is our tragedy, but it is not our rationale.  
 

Let me remind you and leave you with this message.  
 

We are not Jews because of anti-Semitism We are Jewish despite it. 
 

We are Jews because of God and because of Torah.  Because of 
Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. Because of our prophets and because of Justice, 
Justice you shall pursue. We are Jews because of Tzedakah and human 
dignity. we are Jews because of Shabbat, and Hanukkah candles lighting 
our homes, we are Jews because of sweet challah and gefilte fish and 
kugel and because of the arguments that await at your break-fast tables. 
We are Jews because we head to the call to be a light unto the nations, 
because we are the people who have a unique DNA, a people who have 
never lost hope 

 

So, my kids, a final blessing: 
May you never have to live in fear 
May you never lose hope 

May you never tire from doing what is right 
May you have the courage and vision to resist the forces of hatred and to 
be inspiring examples of living proudly as a Jew. 
May you remember that even if you cannot complete the task - you are not 
at liberty to forsake it. 
 

Gmar Chatima Tova 

 


